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Part I Question B1: 

 The 1868 Meiji Restoration in Japan brought about a large wave of rapid and fundamental 

changes. For centuries, the nation had been under the peaceful control of a warrior aristocracy in the 

form of the Tokugawa Shogunate. But in just a few years, these warriors overthrew the government 

and reinstated an ancient imperial line. Japan quickly changed in other ways: it industrialized with 

unprecedented speed and moved to create an empire in the East. But the ideological shift from 

shogunate to imperial governments was hardly limited to two factions; individuals like Fukuzawa 

Yukichi, now credited as a founding figure of modern Japan, occupied a gray area between the two 

main factions. While Fukuzawa was certainly not friend of the shogunate or the samurai class, he 

also held a vastly different views about the future of Japan from the Meiji Restoration leaders. 

 In his autobiography, Fukuzawa Yukichi reveals how different his views are from the 

reigning shogunate. An impoverished samurai, Fukuzawa holds no love for his position, and 

renounces it as soon as retainers for the shogun are given the option (Kiyooka 291-292). For 

centuries, the samurai class had been struggling economically due to the rigid setup of the 

government, so it makes sense why he would feel so little attachment to his class. He also scorns 

samurai for wearing swords, calling swords “the measuring scale of stupidity” (Kiyooka 259). 

Fukuzawa also embraces a seemingly egalitarian outlook, exemplified by his scorning a commoner 

for getting off his horse in deference to Fukuzawa’s status (Kiyooka 260). These views together 

summarize a good portion of Fukuzawa’s attitude: he was forward-looking, willing to abandon the 

                                                 
1 I accidently bought a different version of the book (ISBN: 9781447423256), translated by the same person. All page 
references I use will refer to this edition instead. I apologize for my mistake. 
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customs of the past as circumstances change. Perhaps he would have preferred that the events of 

1868 be a revolution – an emergence of something new, rather than a restoration of the past.  

 Another key part of Fukuzawa’s ideology was his openness and admiration for the outside 

world. From his childhood, he had pursued education in western matters, and was excited to 

abandon his post as head of his family to go study Dutch in Osaka (Kiyooka 46). His admiration and 

interest in the outside world was not universal, however. He mainly directed his attention at the 

west, and even recommended that Japan “erase from [its] mind [its] bad friends in Asia” (Lecture 

4/21/15 – “An ‘aristocratic revolution?’”) His obsession with foreign studies was a major source of 

his frustration with the samurai class, which scorned the west (Kiyooka 45.)  

 The Meiji restoration leaders were often anti-samurai as well, though they were motivated by 

a vision of Japan entirely inconsistent with that of Fukuzawa. However, it is important to note that 

the Meiji leaders were incredibly diverse and factionalized, so their actions are difficult to describe 

unanimously. The new government gradually dismantled the samurai class, reducing the power of 

large landowners, allowing commoners to be the new military force, and allowing for universal 

primary education (Lecture 4/21/15 – “An ‘aristocratic revolution?’”) This may seem to be the 

equalization of classes that Fukuzawa seemed to support, but its motivation was quite different. 

Fukuzawa was motivated by a desire to modernize and look outward at other civilizations, and likely 

saw the traditions of the samurai class to be a hindrance to that. The Meiji leaders saw the samurai 

class as unable to properly defend against western imperialism, demonstrated by the disastrous 

response on the part of the shogunate to Matthew Perry’s arrival. Fukuzawa had no desire to “expel 

the barbarians,” as the new nativist factions demanded (Lecture 4/16 – “The Late Tokugawa Period: 

Beginnings and Endings”). In fact, he felt physically endangered being an advocate of “free adoption 

of Western culture” in an age of anti-foreign sentiment (Kiyooka 241). 
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  While Fukuzawa certainly supported the gradual dismantling of the samurai class and 

abandonment of some old customs, he did not do so for the same reasons that the Meiji leaders did. 

He wanted Japan to share ideas with the outside cultures of Europe and the United States, rather 

than try to militarily match them. While many in the public were attracted to his ideology, as seen by 

the popularity of his publication, it was ultimately the anti-foreign Meiji leaders who dominated the 

government for the time being (Kiyooka 265). 
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Part II Question B: 

 The rapid governmental change in Japan’s 1868 Meiji Restoration left many people who 

lived through it in a peculiar position. Such individuals grew up in a very particular society that in 

just a few years, changed profoundly. Fukuzawa Yukichi was one such person, and he experienced 

traditional early modern samurai life and the beginnings of the industrial era. Born into the samurai 

class, it could be said that he was a samurai; however, it is far more accurate to characterize him as a 

being wholly distinct from his class. His actions and habits much more resembled those of a modern 

man. While he was a samurai in name only, his upbringing in the samurai class profoundly affected 

his views and shaped the influence he had on Japan. 

 All throughout his life, Fukuzawa demonstrated a number of habits contradictory to his 

samurai status. When he was a young boy, he stole a charm containing the oath between a samurai 

and his master, arguably one of the most important aspects of samurai life. He threw this charm into 

a toilet to test whether he would actually be punished (Kiyooka 17). This could be seen as simply 

childhood mischief, if it weren’t for the fact that his disrespect for his superiors and position 

continued throughout his whole life. He frequently chaffed under the leadership of his brother, who 

was technically his master. Even when he begins working for the shogun, the ultimate samurai lord, 

he brazenly disrespects the government, leading to him being rebuked (Kiyooka 185). He seems to 

value personal relationships far more than formal ties; he respected Ono Tomogoro not because of 

rank but because “he had included me in the party out of his own goodwill” (Kiyooka 184). Formal 

ties are essential to the organization of the samurai class. That Fukuzawa shows little respect for 

these roles demonstrates how he lacked one of the key samurai attributes.  

 Fukuzawa also does not seem to care about customs or honor in the same way that samurai 

traditionally had. As head of the family after his brother’s death, he is obligated to stay in his family’s 

domain. However, he continues to travel. When faced with the prospect of disrespect from his clan 
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for choosing to study Dutch, he brushes off their criticisms, telling his mother “I don’t need to care 

what people say” (Kiyooka 46). This seems to go against the communal honor values central to how 

samurai should behave. His tone when addressing the importance of precedent and appearance also 

hints at his dissatisfaction with these customs; he finds it odd that he has to list a different line of 

work on his passport even though its understood what his true intention is (Kiyooka 52). His 

interest in western culture is also a taboo for the samurai class, who are supposed to look internally 

and eastward at Japanese and Chinese culture. He also engages in many dishonorable activities, 

notably his alcoholism and his many mischievous activities, like discreetly copying another’s 

expensive book (Kiyooka 56, 50-51). In a wide array of facets, Fukuzawa seems incompatible with 

the traditional idea of the samurai. 

 But perhaps his views come precisely from his growing up in a class with which he identified 

so little. Fukuzawa saw firsthand the problems with the structure of Japanese society, and found 

different ways to deal with the issues. He saw the arrogance of the Japanese government and the 

samurai – often one that is undeserved. The samurai are arrogant about their superiority to the 

commoners, while many trail behind them economically. By the same token, the shogunate is 

initially arrogant about the superiority of Japan to “barbarians,” though they fall behind the military 

strength of the industrialized west. Fukuzawa avoids government service partially because he 

disdains the “arrogance of all officials” (Kiyooka 331). Perhaps it is this dislike of pretension that has 

helped taken way the prestige from many once famous Japanese samurai names (in class discussion.) 

But the most important view he gains from his status as a samurai is a desire and respect for cross-

cultural pollination. After running into barrier after barrier when trying to pursue knowledge from 

the west, he sees a side of samurai life that is intolerant of contrary ways of thinking. Such an 

experience surely increased his interest in the west, as well as his conviction that the rigid hierarchy 
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of the Japanese shogunate was not compatible with the intellectual growth he found necessary for 

Japan. 

 Overall, Fukuzawa’s status as a samurai did little to influence his actual way of life, expect in 

showing him that the current system was not sustainable. For his entire life, he chaffed under his 

status as a samurai, happily giving up the title when he was given the chance. He resisted the major 

aspects of samurai life, from the rigid honor culture to the system of formal ties that defined the 

social hierarchy. Fukuzawa was by no means a purely westernized liberal, but he resembled that 

caricature far more than he resembled the samurai. While the Meiji Restoration strongly contradicted 

his views in many aspects, post-WWII Japan bears a much stronger resemblance to the multicultural 

society he envisioned.  
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